The charity Doctors of the World was there to help injured and homeless people after hurricane Sandy hit, but after seeing a long standing need for health services in the area it has established a permanent base, writes Edward Davies. The charity is well versed in bringing care to the most vulnerable people all over the world, which is why the BMJ has chosen it for this year's Christmas appeal. Please give generously
When hurricane Sandy hit New York city in October 2012 it focused the health community's attention on the battered coastal area of the Rockaways. However, it didn't spark a major healthcare crisis-because one had existed for some time.
This southern corner of the borough of Queens has only one hospital for its 130 000 residents, with little access to an alternative, and had been designated an underdoctored area long before Sandy hit. About 27% of its inhabitants are uninsured, and a similar number live below the poverty line.
Doctors of the World first arrived in the Rockaways a year ago in the immediate aftermath of a hurricane that destroyed thousands of homes. But it's now establishing a more permanent base, and just a few weeks ago opened the Rockaways Free Clinic as part of its mission to provide healthcare access to underserved and marginalized populations.
The clinic offers primary and preventive care regardless of ability to pay, and services include treatment for diabetes, hypertension, and other chronic diseases, along with mental health services and community health education. It's establishing a network of providers along with existing clinics, nurse visitors, and local charities, but they are up against huge need.
Storm damage
"This building used to be a clinic but it was washed out by the storm and the doctors simply never came back," says medical director Amber Featherstone.
"The next clinic is a federally qualified healthcare centre 40 blocks from here. Transport's not great, especially since the hurricane, and if you don't have a car that's a long way to walk, especially if you have a chronic condition."
Many of the patients she sees are unemployed and uninsured, both long term and as a direct result of the hurricane: "I saw a patient last week who lost his job after the local chocolate factory was hit and has never found another one." The Madelaine Chocolate Factory was one of the biggest employers in the Rockaways and only recently managed to rehire a third of its former 450 workers, a year after the hurricane closed it down. 1 She describes another patient whose seizures, she believes, were triggered by the stress of dealing with the aftermath of the hurricane, but also countless people with chronic conditions such as asthma and diabetes whose problems predate the hurricane but were never dealt with properly.
And with such high unemployment in the area, the need for a free point of care is enormous.
"We have patients who were unemployed, uninsured, and struggling to pay for medication so would buy medication but not go to a doctor because they couldn't afford both. We can see those patients now and provide medication for the first month as well.
"We'd like to see patients with chronic conditions afford their medication beyond the first month."
The clinic is currently funded entirely by donations from private individuals and corporations and relies on volunteer doctors to staff its sessions.
At $201 (£127; €150) a visit on average, it is not cheap to run, but that includes all medications, tests, and services and ensures that no part of anybody's treatment in any way depends on their ability to pay. 
